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English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is a rapidly growing industry in the 
teaching of English as a Foreign Language in China, yet it is also a 
sparsely documented area. The objective of this dissertation is to provide 
some basics to teachers teaching in the field of Business English (BE). It 















The differences between ESP and EGP --- English for General Purposes 
--- are firstly examined. ESP is different from EGP in a number of ways 
(see Page 6), such as class time, class size, materials used, and teaching 
approaches. An “ESP family tree” is presented in which BE can be 
classified as belonging to EOP --- English for Occupational Purposes 
rather than to EAP --- English for Academic Purposes. Then the status of 
ESP is examined. It is suggested that Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) 
is a continuum with EGP at the lower end and ESP at the higher end, with 
ESP gaining an equal status as EGP. Rationale for this paper and the 
major contents are also briefly presented in this section. 
Chapter One  Needs Analysis 
The most significant difference between ESP and EGP is that an ESP 
course is based on needs analysis, which is generally ignored in an EGP 
course. The aim of needs analysis is  to find out the “needs”--- what the 
learner lacks or is weak at --- so as to establish the objective(s) of the 
course. This is concerned with the problem of “what is / are to be dealt 
with in the course?”. Parameters in needs analysis and the generally used 














Chapter Two   Designing a BE Syllabus  
This section includes analyses of different kinds of syllabuses, the scope 
of materials to be included in the course, and the process of syllabus 
design. It is pointed out that functional-notional syllabus is of special 
value to a BE course which aims at improving the communication 
competence of the learners. BE materials to be included are chosen from 
three aspects: language items, language functions and notions, and 
communication skills. Process is mainly concerned with the roles of the 
learner and the teacher respectively and the approaches to be employed in 
teaching. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is of special 
meaning to BE for its stress on the language functions and notions. 
Chapter Three  BE Materials 
This section deals with the selection and gradation of BE materials. The 
principles of material selection are authenticity, appropriateness, 
extensiveness, and compatibility, and gradation is suggested to be the 
major principle of material arrangement. Examination is given to some 
existing textbooks. 
Chapter Four  Evaluation 
Both internal evaluation and external evaluation are necessary for a BE 














learner’s current level of English at the beginning of the course, or their 
achievements in the course and at the end of the course. External 
evaluation is needed in a BE course because the attainment of the course 
objective(s) must be proved in real BE communication contexts. Some 
questions that may help the evaluation are suggested, and different 
evaluation forms, such as testing and questionnaire, are also introduced. 
 
On the whole, this paper is intended to provide some basics concerning 
needs analysis, syllabus selecting or making, materials to be make use of, 
and evaluation of a BE course to the practitioners in the field of BE from 
a macro perspective. 
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The following are the abbreviations  
used in this dissertation: 
 
BE: Business English 
CETSNM: College English Teaching Syllabus for Non-majors 
CLT: Communicative Language Teaching 
CP: Cooperative Principle 
EAP: English for Academic Purposes 
EGP: English for General Purposes 
EOP: English for Occupational Purposes 
ESEM-J: English Syllabus for English Majors (Juniors) 
ESEM-S: English Syllabus for English Majors (Seniors) 
ESP: English for Specific Purposes 
EST: English for Science and Technology 
FLT: Foreign Language Teaching 
NFLTGC: National Foreign Language Teaching Guiding 
Committee 
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I. Definig ESP in contrast with EGP 
Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) in the Chinese context can be 
seen as a continuum of multi-levels mainly composed of the 
teaching of English for General Purposes (EGP) on one end and the 
teaching of English for Special Purposes (ESP) on the other.  
1. English for General Purposes (EGP) 
EGP in China refers to the teaching of English as a foreign language 
in middle schools, colleges and universities. At higher level, EGP 
generally involves the teaching of English to both English majors 
and non-English majors concerning the basic knowledge of English 
vocabulary, grammatical rules and such basic language skills as 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Practitioners of EGP do not 
have to design courses themselves. They use textbooks 
recommended by the National Foreign Language Teaching Guiding 
Committee (NFLTGC) and follow the syllabus prepared for them. 
For example, ‘College English’ compiled by Fu Dan University has 
been in use since the year of 1986 as the textbook for non-English 
majors in most universities and colleges. The teachers of 
non-English majors have been following the College English 
Teaching Syllabus for Non-Majors (CETSNM), which came into 
effect in 1986 under the recommendation of NFLTGC. For English 
majors, two syllabuses are being followed: English Syllabus for 
English Majors (Juniors) (ESEM-J) for freshmen and sophomores in 
Institutes of Higher Learning (1989), and English Syllabus for 
English Majors (Seniors) (ESEM-S) (1990) for senior students. 
At present, EGP in China usually has the following features: 
1) Teaching objectives: 
The teaching objective has been clearly defined at the beginning of 
College English Teaching Syllabus for Non-English majors 
(CETS-NM): 
     
The purpose of college English teaching is to help the 
students develop rather good abilities in listening and 
reading, and adequate abilities in speaking and writing. It 














the medium of English and to lay a solid foundation for 
the further improvement of their English proficiency. 
(CETS-NM, 1986, p.1) 
 
These are the qualitative requirements for the non-English majors. 
Whereas the quantitative evaluation criteria are the national College 
English Tests of Band 4 and Band 6, which are held twice each year.  
 
As far as the English majors are concerned, the teaching objectives 
of the fundamental stage are: 
 
To teach the basic knowledge of English; provide basic 
comprehensive language skills training to the students; 
develop the students’ ability to apply the language in 
practice; help the students to develop a good learning 
attitude and approach; help the students develop the 
ability to think logically and to work independently with 
the tool of English; enrich the students’ social and 
cultural knowledge; and lay a solid foundation for their 
learning in high grades. (ESEM-J, 1989, p.7) 
 
For English majors at senior stage (i.e. year 3 to year 4), the 
objectives are more specific. Since the quantitative standard for them 
is to pass the national English Tests of Band 8. There are different 
objectives for different bands respectively. For example, the 
objectives for Band 8 are: 
 
Listening:  
Be able to understand when listening to discussions in 
English, TV news reports, live reports on VOA or BBC, 
etc., on such topics as politics, economics, cultural 
education, etc. with a comprehension accuracy rate of at 




Be able to communicate with foreigners adequately and 
fluently about domestic policies, major affairs both at 
home and abroad with good pronunciation, intonation and 
appropriate use of the language. 
 
Reading:  














devices, linguistic skills, stylistic and rhetoric features of 
the reading materials at the similar difficulty level as 
original versions of editorials, book comments, etc. on 
Times or New York Times or in historical readings, 
literary works, etc. at the speed of 120-160 words per 




Be able to write descriptive and expository essays with 
substantial contents of certain width and depth and course 
papers with notes and bibliography; on the basis of these, 
master the basic skills of writing, be able to write 
graduation dissertation, knowing how to find the needed 
materials, list reference books and write the outline, 
abstract, and the dissertation itself. The writing speed 
should be at 240-300 words per hour. (ESEM-M, 1990, 
p.5)   
 
It is clear that in EGP the students’ linguistic competence is 
preferred to their communicative competence. Thus, the teaching 
focus is usually on the grammatical system and on such basic 
language skills as reading, writing, listening, and speaking rather 
than on communicative practice. Teacher-centeredness is its 
distinctive feature. For most of the class time, it is the teacher who 
talks , and the students are required to make a lot of notes and do a 
large number of exercises.  
2) Class time: 
For non-English majors, the class time is divided into two phases. 
According to CETS-NM: “the teaching hours should be no less than 
280 hours with at least 4 hours each week and 70 hours each term in 
the first four terms” (CETS-NM, 1986, p.3) English is not 
compulsory in the rest four terms in most colleges and universities 
and the students who take it as elective course usually have two 
hours of English each week with 36 hours or so each term. 
 
While for English majors, the situation is quite different. In all the 
universities in China, English majors are allocated more class time 
on courses of Intensive Reading, Extensive Reading, Listening, 
Writing, English literature, English history, and some other courses 














skills at the fundamental stage and to develop their knowledge 
regarding the English culture, society, history at higher stage, so as 
to ensure the improvement of their linguistic competence and 
communicative competence. For example, in Xiamen University, the 
freshmen have to attend 6 hours of Intensive Reading, 2 hours of 
Extensive Reading, 4 hours of Listening, and 4 hours of  Speaking 
each week. 
3) Class size: 
Generally, the class size for non-English majors is much larger than 
that for English majors, though situation may vary from university to 
university. For example, in Anhui College of Finance and Trade, 
there are usually 50 to 60 students in one class, and in Xiamen 
University, an English class for non-English majors may have up to 
80 students. 
 
The class size for English majors may also vary from university to 
university, but tend to be much smaller than that of non-English 
majors. For example, in Beijing Normal University, there are usually 
25 or so students in one class, while in Xiamen University the 
number of the students is usually around 24. 
4) Materials used 
As has been mentioned above, the non-English majors in the 
universities in China generally adopt College English compiled by 
Fu Dan University as their textbook. This textbook is composed of 
five series: Intensive Reading (Book 1-6), Extensive reading (Book 
1-4), Listening (Book 1-4), Grammar and Exercises (Book 1-4), and 
Fast Reading (Book 1-4). However, only Intensive Reading and 
Listening are dealt with in class in most of the colleges and 
universities because of the limitation of class time. 
 
Materials that are used by the English majors differ from university 
to university. For example, the textbook for Intensive Reading used 
in Beijing Normal University in the year 1988 was “Advanced 
English” compiled by Zhang Hanxi, which is now used in Xiamen 
University as the textbook for Selected English Course. While there 
is no textbook for the English majors in Anhui Normal University 
for Listening (it is the teacher who is responsible for the choice of 
listening materials), the English majors in Xiamen University once 














textbook in the year 1992, and now have the New Spoken English 
Course compiled by WuBing as listening textbooks. 
5) The resulting teaching method 
What needs to be improved for students at colleges and universities 
is usually the basic language knowledge and skills, and most 
colleges and universities take passing rate in the national English 
Tests of Band 4 and 6 as the standard of evaluating their English 
teaching. This decides the basic nature of teaching methods used in 
EGP, that is, teacher-centeredness. The methods that are used in 
EGP mainly include grammar translation, audio, reading method, 
and direct method. 
 
In short, EGP is at the lower end in the continuum of FLT. It is the 
preparatory period for the students to further learning and 
application of the target language in practice. On the other end is 
ESP, to which BE belongs. 
2. English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 
In contrast to EGP, English for Specific Purposes (ESP) represents 
‘an approach to language teaching which aims at meeting the needs 
of particular learners’(Hutchinson and Waters:1987). It is usually 
concerned with English as a vehicle for some occupational, 
vocational, professional or academic purposes. It differs from EGP 
in several ways. 
1) Nature of ESP 
ESP is ‘an enterprise involving education, training and practice, and 
drawing upon three English major realms of knowledge: language, 
pedagogy, and the students’ specialist areas of interest’ 
(Robinson:1991). Therefore, ‘ESP practitioners need training in 
ways of describing language, training in teaching language and 
training in designing language courses’(ibid). They are not only 
classroom teachers, but also researchers, course-designers, material 
writers, testers, and evaluators. 
2) Teaching Objectives 
ESP programs are clearly goal-oriented. Learners of ESP usually 














because they are interested in the English language or 
English-language culture, but because they need English for study or 
work purposes.  
3) Specific Features 
An ESP course has to be based on needs analyses, which aims at 
specifying as closely as possible what exactly it is that the learners 
have to do in order to meet the goal. The basic “package” of skills 
and proficiency is decided by the learners’ need. The program 
should be special. It should be limited to teaching only those words 
and structures that would be useful to the learners during the training 
course and on the job afterwards. As for the ESP learners, they are 
usually post-beginners rather than school pupils / students. They are 
often adult learners who have already studied EGP for some years, 
and aim at successful achievements rather than knowledge of rules. 
4) Typical Learning Methods 
ESP courses are characterized with learner-centeredness, since the 
adult learners in an intensive language course are highly conscious 
of themselves and their purpose. Hence individualization and 
autonomous language learning techniques are often more 
appropriate to them. 
5) Materials Used 
The materials used in ESP courses are usually relevant and authentic. 
Most ESP courses will need to have their own particular materials 
specially prepared. The criteria for selecting materials are 
appropriateness, pedagogic suitability, and authenticity.  
 
Therefore, if EGP is at the lower level of the FLT continuum, then 
ESP is at the higher end of the continuum where the learners actively 
apply what they have learned for various practical purposes. 
II. BE presented in the framework of ESP 
1. Types of ESP  
To find out where Business English (BE) fits in ESP, it is necessary 
to examine the types of ESP. A major distinction is often drawn 
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